*You Learn How to Torture ...* 


R ene Hurtado is the pseudonym of a 
former member of the Salvadoran 
Treasury Police who now lives in a Min¬ 
neapolis suburb. In an interview in late 
March, he said that the Treasury Police, 
a branch of El Salvador’s security forces, 
would routinely kidnap, interrogate, tor¬ 
ture, and then kill political suspects. He 
claims to have participated in torture 
sessions and provides a detailed account 
of the methods employed. 

According to Hurtado, U.S. person¬ 
nel conducted an intelligence course for 
Treasury officers that included training 
“in methods of physical and psycholog¬ 
ical torture.” He claims to have met with 
the U.S. instructors. Though he refuses 
to say whether he himself received train¬ 
ing from them, he asserts that some of 
his associates did. 

The intelligence course was given for 
one month in 1980 at the headquarters 
of the Salvadoran army general staff, 
Hurtado says. The instructors did not 
observe or participate in actual torture 
sessions, nor did they visit Treasury Po¬ 
lice headquarters, he explains. But in the 
classroom, he says, they discussed such 
techniques as psychological torture, 
manual beating, and electric shock, oc¬ 
casionally supplementing the lectures 
with Spanish-language written material 
that was more generalized than the oral 
presentations. The instructors were 
sometimes in military uniform, some¬ 
times in civilian dress. 

Hurtado, who gave his real name but 
asked that it not be used, showed doc¬ 
uments and photographs verifying his 
military and Treasury Police service. 

At one time, Hurtado held a sensitive 
position for which he was carefully 
screened. Following a fight with a su¬ 
perior officer, he was expelled from the 
military in 1981, he says. He resides in 
the United States without legal immi¬ 
gration status and is being sheltered by 
the religious sanctuary movement. He 
was contacted directly and indepen¬ 
dently after another former member of 
the ^Ivadoran military provided his 
home telephone number. 

What follows is Hurtado’s account of 
the interrogation and torture methods 
used by the Treasury Police: 

F irst, you try to torture him psycho¬ 
logically. If he’s a Marxist or a rev¬ 
olutionary, it’s not easy to make him talk, 
so you have to psychologically harm the 
prisoner. If the person is important—if 
he’s, let’s say, a journalist or a teacher 
or a labor or student leader, or if he’s a 


person with some leadership or has 
something to offer—he isn’t treated 
cruelly at the beginning. Well, of course, 
they may hit him at some time, but after 
that, when he’s taken to one of the in¬ 
terrogation rooms, you start by talking 
to him as a friend, you try to convince 
him that you understand his idealism. 

You might say: “Who are the com- 
paneros in your organization and why 
do they kill us? How many people have 
you killed?” Things like that. You try to 
trap the person psychologically. You’ll 
say: 

“Don’t be a fool. Those bastards want 
to fuck you over, they’re using you. We 
could kill 'you right here and now, but 
we’re not lallers, we’re not your enemy. 
If you collaborate with us, we’re going 
to get you out of the country. Where 
would you like to go. Europe? Spain? 
England? We’ll send you to one of those 
countries. We’ll give you money, but you 
have to talk to us, because if you don’t, 
we’re going to fuck you over.” 

When you are trying to interrogate 
for the first time, you try to come across 
as a sensitive, decent person—not as a 
killer. You say you are not a bastard like 
the other interrogators. You make fiiends 
with him. You offer him a soda and some 
food. You ask him where his mom and 
dad live, you talk about his wife and kids. 
It has a tremendous impact when he 
knows his kids have been captured but 
doesn’t know where thpy are. 

But after using these methods for a 
few days or a week or two, you start get¬ 
ting tough. You will say: 

“Look, those bastards are giving me 
a lot of shit. Because they want you to 
talk, they’re going to beat the shit out of 
you. And I don’t want those bastards to 
think I’m screwing up. So if you don’t 
talk. I’m going to turn you over to those 
fuckers and they’re going to beat the piss 
out of you.” 

After these sessions, the physical tor¬ 
ture begins. First, you put the prisoner 
in a small, completely dark room, and 
you don’t let him sleep. You place him, 
naked and handcuffed, on a bed frame. 
The room stinks horribly because of the 
urine and excrement of former pris¬ 
oners, and you keep him there for a week 
without sleep so that his nerves will be 
shot when you start to torture him. 

When the actual physical torture be¬ 
gins, there are a lot of different methods: 
cutting off pieces of his skin, burning him 
with cigarettes. They teach you how to 
hit a person in the stomach, but in a 
sophisticated way so the person suffers 


a lot of pain but you don’t see signs on 
the outside. Or sometimes you just beat 
his hands and beat him in the stomach, 
either with fists or with heavy sticks. Beat 
him, and beat him, and beat him. 

After that, if he still doesn’t talk, you 
take him to a toilet filled with excre¬ 
ment. You put on gloves and shove his 
head in the toilet for thirty seconds or 
so. You pull him out, then shove his 
head in again. You do this over and over. 

Then you wash him and take him to 
the electric shock room. There’s a spe¬ 
cial torture room in the Treasury Police; 
only the intelligence section can enter, 
no uniformed men are allowed. It’s 
soundproof so they don’t hear anything 
outside. 

You learn how to give electric shocks, 
shocks to the brain, shocks to the stom¬ 
ach. There are some very sophisticated 
methods for this kind of torture. It’s a 
little machine; you use a cord like a tel¬ 
ephone, like an old phone with a crank 
and you start turning the crank. You do 
it with different wires; they’re small. 
There’s a more sophisticated one that 
looks like a radio, like a transfcwmer; it’s 
about fifteen centimeters across, with 
connecting wires. It says Greneral Elec¬ 
tric on it. 

It’s like if you have a stereo and you 
don’t know how to use it, you learn: This 
generates twenty volts, this forty volts, 
this will give a serious blow, this less so, 
this one will kill a person. 

You put the wires on the prisoner’s 
vital parts. You place the wires between 
the prisoner’s teeth, on the penis, in the 
vagina. The prisoners feel it more if their 
feet are in water, and they’re seated on 
iron so the blow is stronger. If you put 
mineral water on them and then do the 
shock, it’s agonizing. 

In general, you will kill the prisoners 
because there’s an assumption they 
shouldn’t live. If we pass them to the 
judge, they’ll go free and we’ll maybe 
have to pick them up again. If there’s 
lots of pressure—like from Amnesty In¬ 
ternational or some foreign countries— 
then we might pass them on to a judge, 
but if there’s no pressure, then they’re 
dead. When it’s over, you just throw him 
in the alleys with a sign saying Mano 
Blanco, ESA (Secret Anticommunist 
Anny), or Maximiliano Hernandez Bri¬ 
gade [three names commonly used by 
Salvadoran Death Squads]. 

You learn how to torture, how to cut 
the balls off a person when he’s still alive. 
These are the things that happen in war. 

-A.N. 






















